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ABSTRACT

Child welfare social workers are significant actors

in the lives of foster youth, both as conduits for
services and especially in the ways in which they relate
to and can influence their clients. A literature search
indicated that the characteristics of those relationships
have not been explored adequately and that efforts to

solicit the opinions of foster youth have been

insufficient. The purpose <of this project was to develop
a customer service survey to be used by child welfare
agencies to improve both ongoing social work practice and

training of new social workers.

Two focus groups of former foster youth were
convened to discuss their experiences in foster care. A
review of the audiotapes from these sessions revealed the

following: foster youth value an authentic and trusting
relationship with their social workers and want to be

held accountable for their choices; foster youth crave

encouragement and guidance from their social workers and
need the workers to have faith in them; foster youth want

to be kept informed about their child welfare cases;
foster youth need regular opportunities to be heard by
their social workers.
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From the focus group data, a list of statements was
designed to reflect these qualities that the participants

indicated were most pertinent to the foster youth/social
worker relationship. The list was then presented to the
participants who were given an opportunity to assess the

relevance of each statement on a scale of 1-10. Based on
their feedback,

the final survey, The Foster Children

Customer Service Survey, was constructed.
Additional research could lead to refined data in

this area and provide additional insight into what

attributes of the foster youth/social worker relationship
contribute to a positive and successful experience for
foster youth. A potentially important benefit could be

the development of better instruments for assessing that

relationship.
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CHAPTER ONE

INTRODUCTION

Problem Statement
Policy Context
When child abuse is alleged to have occurred,

social

workers working for child protective services are
dispatched to investigate and determine whether the

alleged mistreatment took place. At this point, the
referral is either closed because evidence doesn't
support intervention by the agency, or a formal case is

opened and services are offered. These include Family
Maintenance services, aimed at preserving the family unit

with assistance from the child welfare agency, and Family
Reunification services which places the child in foster

care while the parents

(or parent) participate in

activities mandated by a dependency court as a condition

of the children being returned home. These are designed
to address the issues that led to removal of the child.

Depending on the parents, they may include drug
counseling or parenting classes, among other services.

When the conditions set out by the court are met,

the

child is returned home. Often, however, reunification
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efforts fail and a child remains in foster care as a

dependent of the juvenile court.
Once a child is in care, a case worker has a variety

of responsibilities and mandates that stem from the
multifaceted context of the work. To assess the quality
of the social worker's efforts,

there are several macro

tools already in place in California, including a tool to

assess safety and risk and one that simply reflects
whether a social worker visits clients monthly. The first

tool takes into account factors that research says are
critical indicators of risk and safety. The second is
based on the assumption that regular monthly visits

correlate with effective social work. However,

these

tools do not measure the quality or the nature of
interactions between social workers and their clients,

arguably the most important of a social worker's

responsibilities.
Practice Context
For a foster youth in the child welfare system, the

social worker is the face and symbol of the agency
providing these goods and services

(Iglehart,

1992) . The

importance of this relationship can be traced directly to
three of the six core values articulated in the Code of
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Ethics of the National Association of Social Workers:

service, dignity and worth of a person, and the
importance of human relationships (National Association
of Social Workers

[NASW] , 2008) . With respect to the

first value, service, a social worker is charged with
providing appropriate assistance and direction to a
foster child, either in the form of actual services

(e.g., counseling)

or the provision of goods,

such as

clothing. Regarding the second value, dignity and worth
of a person,

the social worker must be mindful that the

child, while not an adult, is still worthy of respect and
regard as an individual. Finally, of the three values,

the importance of human relationships is most relevant to
the connection between the social worker and the foster
child. Bland, Leragy, Giles, and Scott note that
consumers of human services most value the importance of

the human relationship (2006). Again, the social worker
is the foster child's link to the services provided by

the child welfare agency.
In performing her job, the social worker will
sometimes assume a parental stance, other times that of a

friend, and even a task master, any function that helps a
child negotiate his way through life and the unique
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challenges of foster care. All of these roles, and

others, animate the relationship a social worker has with
a child. As with any job, though, it is important to

assess performance and determine what can be improved.
Effective training should provide the new social worker
with the basic skills to perform the job competently and

suggest ways to improve. What training may not do very
well, however, is provide clear-cut benchmarks for

judging whether the social worker is doing her job once
she is out in the field providing services to clients.

The nature of the work, with the ambiguities and
uncertainties of the human relationships involved, makes

it difficult to assess quality.
On one end, social workers are left to our

intuitional sense that things seem to be going well
or poorly in a certain practice setting.
Unfortunately,

this sense is not specific enough to

lead to recommendations on where quality improvement

(McGiven et al., 2007,

efforts should be aimed.
p.

116)

One method, arguably, is to provide intense
supervision, with the supervisor monitoring a worker's

efforts. This could include,

for example,
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accompanying a

social worker on visits and listening in on telephone
conversations with clients. As well, it could entail

monitoring the nature and variety of services offered to
clients and the efficiency with which they're delivered.

With this, the supervisor can assess whether the social

worker has chosen appropriate services.
As part of this monitoring process, the social

worker, and supervisor could engage in frequent

debriefings so the social worker would have the
opportunity to understand from the supervisor how well
she is carrying out her responsibilities and where she

needs to make "course corrections," either in general or
with a particular client. A significant problem with this
approach is that because of other responsibilities,

supervisors typically do not have the resources to attend
to this sort of hands-on and ongoing evaluation with a

social worker; there is simply too much to do in the way
of supervising other employees, meetings and dealing with

other administrative matters.
Given that the stakes of child welfare social work
are so high, resignation to the difficulty in assessing
the efforts of social workers is not an acceptable
position to which to retreat. Social workers need to have
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some concrete basis for determining how well they are

serving their clients, aside from comments from
supervisors,

their own subjective impressions or even the

occasional feedback from clients. How is a social worker
to tell reliably that she is performing well for her
client, or poorly? It would seem that one logical and

reasonable strategy for answering this question would be
to solicit the views of the clients themselves. But how?

Purpose of Study

Research was conducted to develop a customer service

survey for Children and Family Services

(CFS) of San

Bernardino County. The purpose of the survey is to elicit
from child clients specific feelings and thoughts about

the services they receive from the agency with emphasis

on the interactions they have with social workers. This

will allow the agency's "customers" to weigh in on what
works and what does not, what they like and what they do

not like; the "end users" will have an opportunity to
participate in judging the quality of service. This

survey's target population is foster children between the

ages of 12 and 18, 18 being the age that dependent
children generally transition out of care.
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While it could be useful to solicit the opinions of
foster children younger than 12,

the age bracket of 12-18

was selected because 12 is at early end of the age range

(12-15) during which the capacity for thoughtful
reflection and analysis starts to appear. More

specifically,

it is at this stage of intellectual

development that the ability to generate hypotheses

emerges and "...hypothetical reasoning implies the
subordination of the real to the realm of the possible"

(Piaget, 1988, p. 42). In other words, the foster child
should be capable of holding in mind the nature of the
current relationship with a social worker while
simultaneously conceiving how that relationship compares

with one that could be better (or worse).
In order to develop a survey for measuring
satisfaction among child clients,

the first step was to

discover what the clients think. This was a qualitative
exercise that entailed soliciting the opinions of young

adults who are "post-transition;" that is,

they are no

longer court-dependents. The post-transition population
was selected because they were at least 18 years of age

and there was no barrier with respect to getting consent
for them to participate in the study (i.e., they were old
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enough to consent on their own). At the same time, as
they had had time to reflect on their lives while in

foster care, it was reasoned that their views might be
more thoughtful, less skewed by impressions or emotions
of the moment.
A focus group format was chosen because in a manner

not possible with individual interviews,

it offered the

promise of a fruitful discussion among subjects who have

shared similar experiences in foster care. More than just
the sum of separate conversations, a focus group gave
participants an opportunity to both ask questions and

explain themselves to each other while in the presence of

the researcher (Morgan,

1996). In addition, while

collecting that information within a group of informants,

this context created the opportunity for subjects to

produce information prompted by the researcher's
questions, as would have occurred with individual
interviews

1984). In a sense,

(Morgan & Spanish,

the

focus group format "split the difference" between
one-on-one interviews and simple observation of subjects,

the latter method not permitting what the focus group
format did: direct and follow-up questioning by the

researcher.
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In advance of conducting the focus groups,

it was

difficult to project how many specific items of concern
would be voiced by the participants during the sessions.
For the final survey to have a high degree of validity,
each item from the focus group data would need to be

represented. As it turned out, the focus group
discussions yielded nineteen distinct concerns about the
relationship between foster youth and their social

workers. Each one of these concerns was represented on

the final survey in the form of a statement to which

respondents can answer with one of five choices on a
Likert Scale: strongly agree, agree, undecided, disagree

and strongly disagree.

Significance for Social Work Practice
As originally conceived, each survey, the final

product of this research, would have been distributed to

a foster youth with instructions to complete and return
I
it directly to that youth's supervisor. It was envisioned

that the survey results would be source of information to
the supervisor who could use it in discussions with the

social worker to improve the quality of practice.

However, ethical concerns arose in the review of the
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original proposal by CFS administrators. They suggested

that the survey results had the potential to be used not
as a guide to more effective practice, but as
justification to reprimand or otherwise punish social

workers because of a negative assessment by a foster

youth, either in one area or overall. Since the purpose
of the survey—better social work practice—would be

compromised by an adversarial atmosphere between line

staff and supervision, it was decided that should the
surveys be adopted for use by CFS, they will be
distributed to foster youth who will complete them and

send them directly to CFS administration for review.

Properly interpreted and applied at the macro level, the

survey information can prove significant for the practice
of social work. One area for improvement might be
training and curriculum development, a deficiency noted
in one of the focus group discussions.

Developing a survey to measure foster youths'
satisfaction with their social workers was significant

because the result is an instrument for measuring what is

the primary human connection in the field of child
welfare. Popple and Leighninger note that, unlike other

environments in which social workers operate, child
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welfare is the only institution in which social work is

the key profession (2008, p. 352). Considering the

pivotal role of social workers in the profession and the
importance of the social worker as the human link between

foster children and the child welfare agencies,

the

importance of measuring the quality of that link reliably
cannot be overstated.
As suggested above, in the world of child welfare,
children are the primary customers. Many other fields of
enterprise,

inside and outside the realm of human

services, employ methods to gauge the quality of service

and identify areas for improvement. These range from
printed instruments,
a restaurant,
assurance",

such as those found on the table of

to phone calls monitored for "quality

to the face-to-face question one gets at a

retail establishment. California State University at San
Bernardino offers students the opportunity to evaluate

teachers through a written questionnaire that uses both a

Likert rating system and space for open-ended comments.
At a grocery store, a clerk may ask a customer whether

she found all the items she was looking for. Obviously,
the relationship between a social worker and her client

is more significant than that in either of these two
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examples and should be expected to benefit from in-depth
examination.
Summarizing the context and purpose of the study,

social workers are both the conduit for services and the
primary point of contact between foster children and the
agency the social workers represent. These relationships

can engender support, understanding and encouragement

that can be positive and influential in the life of a
youth. Uncovering the factors associated with these

influences can lead to more focused analysis of social

worker-foster youth relationships. The ultimate goal was
to improve those relationships by ferreting out negative

and unproductive approaches and behaviors while promoting
those that lead to positive interactions not only with

adolescents, but all foster youth. Soliciting the
feelings and views of former foster youth was designed to

bring to light sufficient data to answer the research

question,

"In the field of child welfare, what personal

characteristics, skills and specific actions of social

workers do adolescents in care regard as essential to
effective practice?"
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CHAPTER TWO
LITERATURE REVIEW

Introduction

This chapter consists of a review of literature
accessed through electronic databases using search terms

in combination, would appear to lead to research

that,

relevant to the subject of creating a survey tool to

measure effective social work practice. In doing so, the
researcher searched the EBSCO database using the search

term "child welfare workers" with a date range of

1990-2010; this yielded 1783 articles. With such general
terms,

shortening the date range to 2005-2010 yielded a

more manageable number. Using the date range 1990-2010,

the researcher also searched in Social Work Abstracts
using the search terms "social worker" and "foster care"

and "relationships" and then searched again substituting
the word "perception" for the word "relationships." A

search with the same date range was also conducted in
Social Services Abstracts using the search terms "social
worker" and "foster care" and "perception".

Much of the research addresses areas of the social

work profession itself such as training and retention of
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social workers. Others are potentially more useful in

that they explicate the findings of research on the

skills needed for effective social work, though from the
point of view of an adult researcher. A smaller number of

articles address the impressions of parents engaged with

child welfare workers. There were no articles that

reported on any form of survey tool in the child welfare
arena, though some offered the views of the children
themselves; these are the most relevant to the creation

of a survey tool.
Reporting on a literature review in the field of
child welfare, Keys found evidence that the following are
critical to effective social work: communication skills,

conflict management, decision and problem-solving skills

and the social worker clarifying her role (2009, p. 316) .

Though the research focused on skills related to parents
involved with the child welfare system,

it is obvious

that these skills are applicable to working with children
as well. For example, role clarification is applicable to

a social worker working with a teenager where it is

important not to blur the line between friend and adult
guide. At the same time, Keys noted the following:
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While the literature contained much that was
relevant to communication with parents, there was

little evidence regarding communication with
children and young people. It seems that, despite

the growing acknowledgement of children's rights,

the research has not yet caught up with the need to
ensure that we use skills effectively to ensure

their participation,

(p. 327)

In the summary of the literature review, Keys concludes

that studies of child protection focus on outcomes not
skills

(p. 328). So whereas there are areas of practice

that apply to both parents and children, there is a lack

of information about the children themselves and the

skills needed to serve them.
Other research touches on general issues related to

the effective delivery of service but mostly do not
specifically reference children as the source or target
of the research. For example, research into what makes

parents satisfied with childcare workers indicates that
clients attribute "successful helping relationships" as

much to the feelings about the social worker as they do

to what services the social worker delivers
Gibbons, Barth, McCrae,

(Chapman,

& NSCAW Research Group,
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2003,

p. 573). This same study indicated a correlation between
how recently a parent communicated with the child welfare
worker and higher satisfaction. This association also was
found to exist when there were fewer changes in workers

(p. 589). Regarding the number of placements a child is

subject to, the literature indicates that repeatedly

moving a child from one environment to another provides
fertile ground for a child developing emotional problems

(Strijker, Knorth,

& Knot-Dickscheit, 2008) .

One study explored "consumers' views" in four

different areas of social work,
adults

including work with young

(though not in the child welfare arena). The study

contributes several insights that are relevant to this
study. Young adults in the study voiced the importance of

"respect, genuineness, and loyalty to clients" and could
recognize "fake concern"

(Bland et al., 2006, p. 42) .

More generally, the group stressed the critical nature of
the social worker's personal qualities

(Bland et al.,

2006, p. 43). The work of McGiven et al. recognizes the
need in social work for services "sensitively delivered"

(2007, p. 118).

In their study on how to raise foster children who

feel secure,

Schofield and Beek posit that a secure base
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for a child includes cooperation, acceptance,
sensitivity, availability (of the foster parent)

and

membership in the foster family (2009). They conclude

that social workers can benefit from the "lessons" of
what they call the "active and sensitive approach" that
creates meaningful attachment and resilience lasting
through adulthood. In another study, the authors discuss

the importance of children feeling that their ideas and
wishes mattered (Schofield & Beek, 2005) . Further,

cite the importance of reflection,

they

self-esteem and

self-efficacy as precursors to the skills of negotiation

and compromise in disputes, skills that allow them to
assert personal power while paradoxically giving up

something (p. 19). These are qualities that a social
worker could validate in a child with the child feeling
that the social worker is sensitive to his need to feel
confident.

Echoing the importance of feeling confident,

several

pieces of research discuss the role of power and
participation in the social worker-client relationship.
D'Cruz and Stagnitti developed a conceptual approach

comprising three "strands" with which to approach the

practice of child welfare

(2008). Two of the primary
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tenets of the approach are that the child is an "active

subject" and that children speak for themselves

(2008,

p. 157). Social workers need to view children as having
agency. By contrast, when children are seen as

vulnerable, their views are not solicited, perhaps making
them even more vulnerable because their wishes are

unknown (Leeson, 2007, p. 274). The foster children in
this same piece of research expressed the feeling that

decisions "happened around them"

(p. 273). Prilleltensky,

Nelson and Peirson found that conditions fostering
empowerment in children lead to better health outcomes
(2001, p. 155). Boehm and Staples argue that training

students of social work to listen more carefully would

contribute to the goal of empowering social work

consumers in general,

(2002, p. 458).

De Boer and Coady studied helping relationships in
child welfare and stated,

"Our findings suggest that good

helping relationships are more about ways of being
[italics added]

techniques"

than they are about strategies and

(2007, p. 40). They identified two categories

important to these relationships:

"soft, mindful and

judicious use of power" and "humanistic attitude and

style that stretches traditional ways-of-being." Within
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these two categories are attitudes and actions such as

conveying respect, empathizing with a client's story and

being down-to-earth in communications

(p. 35). A

particularly instructive comment comes from a worker when
responding to an adolescent client who has disclosed drug

use:
I am pretty good at getting a youth to tell me that
they are doing drugs and what they are doing. I am

not angry with them if they are. A lot of them are
fearful of how someone will react to them when they

tell them... [It is important]

if you can get them to

believe that you are not angry and that you just

want to know because you care about them and you
want to be able to help them.

(p. 37)

While obviously desirable, this empathic approach is

potentially compromised by the tension between a social
worker's motivation to help and the agency's mandate to

protect children, often through the exercise of power and

authority.

The research most relevant to the study's concerns

comes from a qualitative survey of 11 foster care youth
in Minnesota which concludes that the perceptions of the
client and social worker are not always the same and that
19

there are few opportunities for youth to give feedback

(Chalmers, 1996, p. 96). This idea is expressed best by a
youth who complained,

"They say 'we're looking out for

your best interests' but no one ever asks you"

(p. 109).

One client suggested that children transitioning out of

care should participate in an exit interview (p. 113).
Chalmers recommends periodic reviews to evaluate services

and inviting youth into the process of training social

workers where they can share their experiences of being
in foster care (p. 116).

Theories Guiding Conceptualization

This project is informed by several theories or
concepts. From an ecological perspective, a foster
child's view of her social worker is informed by the

nature of communications; the child's ability to cope in
his environment and the effect it may have on whether she

regards the social worker in a favorable light; and the

ways the relationship influences the child's development
(Lesser & Pope, 2007, p. 9). The fifth stage of Erikson's
"Eight Ages of Man", Identity vs. Role Confusion,

is

relevant because the very act of soliciting the views and

ideas of young adults provides opportunities for
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expression,

for one's thoughts to be honored and to help

define oneself in terms of one's opinions (Erikson,

1963

The study itself rests on two concepts, one from the
NASW Code of Ethics and one alluded to earlier in the

literature review. Among a social worker's ethical
responsibilities to clients is the one of
self-determination.

"Social workers respect and promote

the right of clients to self determination and assist
clients in their efforts to identify and clarify their

goals"

(NASW,

2008). Certainly this ethical principle

implies the necessity for social workers to listen to

their clients. Without soliciting clients' views of how a

social worker can best assist them,

the notion of

self-determination has little authenticity. D'Cruz and

Stagnitti expand this principle to include children when
they speak of the "child-centred [sic] professional

practice" that includes "concepts of child liberation,

rights and citizenship"

(2008, p. 156). Put another way,

children are people too. Both of these fundamental

assumptions dovetail well with a strengths-based
perspective which argues that in order to meet

challenges, a client must look for the strengths within

herself, including the strength or capacity to accurately
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assess her environment (Weick, Rapp, Sullivan and
Kisthardt, 1989). For a child in foster care, a critical

element of that environment is the social worker.

Summary

The literature review reveals a number of insights,

evidence and suggestions for what constitutes effective
social work practice in child welfare. Among the

recurrent themes are the importance of the social worker
listening to youth and being authentic with them. Also,
encouraging youth to participate in decision-making is
seen as valuable in and of itself and an essential factor

in building confidence for the future. What is missing is
an instrument for measuring these attributes, an
instrument that could be used as a tool in training

social workers and in providing feedback for workers on
the line. Using focus groups to develop the instrument
has validated the themes found in the existing research

and illuminated other issues of importance to foster
youth.
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CHAPTER THREE
METHODS

Introduct ion

This chapter includes a discussion of the project's
purpose along with the research methods and the rationale

for their use. An explanation of the sampling method and
a review of the data collection procedure are provided.
Protecting human subjects will be considered, including

the issues of consent, confidentiality, and anonymity.

Since this is a qualitative study, the approach and

rationale for organizing the data are addressed.

Study Design

The purpose of the study was to develop a survey
instrument that can be used by administrators at Children

and Family Services

(CFS) of San Bernardino County to

assess the quality of service delivered by social workers
to clients ages 12 to 18. Primarily,

the tool will be

used to help identify those characteristics that the

adolescent foster youth population identifies as

important to social workers providing effective service.

At present,

social workers and supervisors are left to

judge practice effectiveness with clients based on
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anecdotal evidence, such as answers to these questions:
"How am I doing?" or "What am I doing that's working for

you?" This is clearly unreliable for at least three
reasons: the foster youth may not have considered the
question; she may not be able to articulate what she

thinks; or she may be afraid of negative consequences
from a critical evaluation.

The supervisor is equally handicapped because her

awareness of the social worker's relationship with a
foster youth is generally limited. Conversations with a

social worker or court reports may suggest how well a
worker relates to the youth and how effective the social
worker is, but each indicator is at least a step removed

from direct contact with the youth. Also, those
impressions are inevitably filtered through the social

worker's attitudes and perceptions.

In a way equally

unreliable, a social worker may enjoy a deservedly good

reputation in an office without anyone knowing precisely

why.

This study was qualitative, beginning with the
gathering of focus groups that comprised former foster
youth, all but one of whom have transitioned out of care

within the last five years. They were provided discussion
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questions to elicit their feelings and thoughts

concerning the relationships they had with their social
workers. This information was analyzed and formed the
basis for a preliminary survey that was administered to

focus group members for their feedback. Based on this
feedback, a final survey was constructed.

Sampling

In conducting research with focus groups, Krueger

and Casey (2000) recommend convening three to four
separate groups of participants to gather sufficient data
to address the research question. Beyond that number,

the

likelihood of mining new information or insight is

unlikely; the data is "saturated." Accordingly, two
organizations in southern California under contract with
CFS to serve former foster youth were contacted to
recruit volunteers for the focus groups. One provides

services to former foster youth in "aftercare" status in
the areas of job counseling, assistance with housing, bus

passes and the like. This agency also manages a
subsidized housing program for former foster youth.
The second organization was another agency
contracted with CFS to deliver aftercare services; this
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one does not run a housing program. Contact was also
initiated with staff who work with the Independent Living

Program (ILP)

at Riverside Community College

(RCC).

ILP

is the federally mandated program set up to assist foster

youth with transitioning out of care (Naccarato &
DeLorenzo,

2008) . These staff members also assist

informally in facilitating meetings and activities of the

local chapter of a statewide group that cultivates skills
in policy-making,

leadership, and advocacy for current

and former foster youth. Written permission was obtained
from the directors of both aftercare agencies to access

the youth in their programs as subjects for the focus

groups. ILP at RCC was not required to give permission
for members of the advocacy group to participate because
it does not operate under the auspices of the college.

In preparing for recruitment, the directors of the
two aftercare agencies were given short written
descriptions of the research project and its goal of
developing a customer satisfaction survey for foster

youth. A short presentation about the research was made

at a staff meeting of one agency and social workers
working for the agency agreed to contact clients on their
caseloads to see whether they wished to participate in a
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focus group. They were told that there would two-to-three
sessions of no more than two hours each at which food and
beverages would be served, and that each person would
receive a ten-dollar gift card as an incentive to

participate.

Recruiting through the second agency was completed
through e-mail and telephone contact with its director

and a social worker and the same information about the
sessions and incentives was shared with them. The social
worker became the ongoing contact and agreed to arrange

the sessions with the agency's client participants. Terms

of participation were communicated by telephone with the
RCC staff member who facilitates the relationship between

the advocacy group and ILP at the college. As the contact
person,

she helped coordinate the sessions conducted with

the group.

Data Collection and Instruments
The study employed a qualitative approach to gather
opinions and impressions from former foster youth about

what they regard as essential qualities or factors for a

social worker to be considered effective. Critical to
this research was the Reid-Gundlach Social Service
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Satisfaction Survey or the R-GSSSS

1984, in Corcoran & Fisher,

(Reid & Gundlach,

1987-2000) This is a nearly

three decades-old survey consisting of 34 items deemed to
have high face validity and a high degree of reliability.

As a respected "tried and true" instrument,
basis of the survey,

it forms the

the final product of this research.

As envisioned originally, a series of open-ended

questions would be posed to each focus group for
consideration. These questions included "What did your

social worker do that made your life worse or more
difficult?" and "What's a personal quality that a social

worker should have?" Based on the data generated by these
questions,

the final product of this research would have

included those items in the R-GSSSS that were found to be

salient to the foster youth/social worker relationship in
particular; those that were not would be eliminated.

However, taking into account that participants would

be "cold" at the beginning of a focus group session,
was suggested by a veteran marketing professional
organizer of many focus groups)

it

(and

that an existing survey

be introduced to the group first before proceeding to
open-ended questions (Jacques Bailhe, personal

communication, May 13, 2011). Additional feedback from
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several social science professionals reinforced the

wisdom of this approach. Accordingly,

the method was

revised so that at the beginning of each focus group

session, participants were given a version of the R-GSSSS
reduced in size from the original 34 items

(Appendix A)

in the survey to 18 items deemed by the researcher to

reflect qualities relevant to the foster youth/social

worker relationship (Appendix B). Among the items

included were,

"The social workers tried hard," and "I

felt well-treated after I spoke with my social workers."

Several items were rephrased in the negative, such as "My

social workers did not include me in important decisions
about my life"

(italics added). Items specific to a

client's interaction with an agency (e.g.,

"The agency is

very demanding") were eliminated because they were

extraneous to the research question.
For each statement, participants could choose from

the following Likert-type answer options: strongly agree,

strongly disagree, undecided, disagree and strongly

disagree. After the survey was given,

it was expected

that a spontaneous discussion would ensue. After this
discussion,

the session was expected to conclude with the

researcher presenting five open-ended questions, the last
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of which was,

"Is there anything you think is important

that we have not talked about?"
The first focus group was convened in a comfortable

setting at the office of one of the agencies. The group
was comprised of four participants, three women, and one

man, ranging in age from 18 to 20 years-old. Pizza and

drinks were served to the group before commencing the

group session. An informed consent document included a
description of the research and was read out loud to the

group (Appendix C). Each person signed a consent form and
agreed to the session being audiotaped.
The researcher then distributed copies of the

modified R-GSSSS for participants to complete at their

leisure. Again, the activity was not designed to measure
satisfaction with social workers. The sole function of

presenting the modified R-GSSSS to the group members at

the beginning of the session was simply to stimulate
discussion by having them read and think about statements

concerning the foster youth/social worker relationship.

Therefore, actual results of the survey were not factored

into the research conclusions. After five to ten minutes,
when each member of the group had completed the survey,
it became clear that an atmosphere of free-flowing
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discussion was not in evidence; each person appeared to

be waiting for direction. Consequently, a spontaneous

decision was made by the researcher to read each item
separately out loud, starting with the first item, giving
each participant a chance to respond to that item before

proceeding to the next one on the survey. It was hoped

that this impromptu strategy would generate momentum for
discussion, but it did not. After reading some of the
items, participants offered one word answers

(e.g.,

"yes") while most others yielded only one or two sentence

responses. No dialogue or interplay of ideas developed
during this process.
Once the 18 items were addressed,

the researcher

read each of five open-ended questions to the group

(Appendix D). This part of the session produced far more
spontaneous and rich discussion of the subject,

though

group members still needed to be prompted at times.

Between reading and discussing each of the 18 survey

items and addressing the five open-ended questions, the
session lasted approximately 35-40 minutes.
The second focus group was arranged with the other
agency's clients and scheduled at a CFS office in San

Bernardino. Initially, six to eight people were expected
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to participate, but on the morning of the session, only
two people arrived. The same process was followed,

including the informed consent protocol, an item-by-item

reading of the survey and the five open-ended questions.

This session took approximately 20 minutes and was
notable for the participants'

lack of energy or apparent

interest in the subject matter. Since focus groups should
comprise at least four people

(Institute for Child and

Family Policy, 2002), the data from this session was not
included in the research.

The third focus group was arranged through the

liaison between the Independent Living Program housed at
RCC and the advocacy group. The session was conducted in
an RCC classroom and was comprised of nine women ranging

in age from 18 to 34 who were gathered for their
scheduled bi-monthly meeting. Pizza and drinks were

served to the group which conducted some routine business
before the focus group session began.

As with the other two groups, the informed consent

protocol was followed, along with the item-by-item

reading of the revised R-GSSSS and finally,
open-ended questions.
groups,

the

In contrast with the other two

significant participation was observed,
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especially in response to the open-ended questions;

though reading the survey items also produced lengthy and
thoughtful responses and discussion among participants.

In contrast with the other two sessions, this focus group

lasted approximately 90 minutes. An additional item of
note is that the RCC staff member was in the classroom
during most of the session. However, this did not appear

to attenuate participation by any of the group members;
they seemed entirely comfortable with her presence.

The audiotapes from both the agency and RCC sessions
were transcribed and analyzed for themes that would

confirm items on the revised R-GSSSS,

invalidate them, or

suggest new items for the research project's final
survey.

(Note: due to a technical issue, approximately a

15 minute segment of the 90 minute advocacy group session

was not recorded). In compiling the results of the two

focus groups, the researcher listened to the audiotapes

once all the way through without stopping and then
reviewed them thoroughly in the transcription process.

This involved replaying the tapes in four to five second
increments to ensure as accurate a transcription as

possible. Thereafter,

the transcribed data were reviewed

to ferret out themes judged by the researcher to be
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important based on repetition throughout the sessions as

well as the intensity of expression by the participants.
From this data, the survey was then revised to
reflect the input of the two groups and prepared for

presentation in follow-up sessions. At this point in the
research,

the purpose was not to stimulate discussion

about the views foster youth have toward their social

workers, but to find out from the research participants
whether they thought the items on the revised survey
accurately and generally represented the range of

attributes relevant to the foster youth/social worker
relationship. The revised survey was constructed so
participants could rate each item on a "relevance" scale
of 1 to 10, with 1 indicating an .item that was least

important, and 10 representing an item most important,

to

the foster youth/social worker relationship (Appendix E).

For example,

the original survey given to

participants included the item,

"My social workers were

sensitive to my feelings and thoughts," and participants
were offered five choices from "strongly agree" to

"strongly disagree." Again, this and other statements on

this survey were included only to stimulate discussion

among the participants. In the revised survey,
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participants were given a similar statement,

"My social

worker cares about what I think and feel," and asked to

judge the relevance of the item to the foster
youth/social worker relationship. Based on their

assessment of how germane each item is to the
relationship,

the final version of the survey was

constructed.

It is important to note here that despite repeated

efforts to reassemble the participants from the agency

session, they were not available to meet as a group.

Meeting with each one individually was considered, but
logistical impediments made this difficult at best. The

final data analyzed included results from both focus
groups: data from the initial session with each group

combined with feedback about the survey only from the RCC
session.

Summary

This study was qualitative in nature and drew on the

experiences of former foster youth convened in focus

groups to |develop a survey instrument for use by current
foster youth. The survey is designed to record a youth's
impressions of her social worker based on a Likert scale
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rating of qualities determined through focus group data

to be the factors essential to an effective foster
youth/social worker relationship. The initial sessions of

the two focus groups were made up of convenience samples

of four and nine participants each. A follow-up session
was conducted with only one of the two groups,

consisting

of six of the nine original participants. In the study,

participants were asked to share their impressions of

their social workers while they were in care. The
resulting data was analyzed and used to formulate a
revised survey which participants were asked to assess

for its overall pertinence to the foster youth/social
worker connection. All participants were fully apprised
of the study's purpose while their anonymity, as well as

the confidentiality of all data, were protected.
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CHAPTER FOUR

RESULTS

Introduction

This chapter will begin by presenting the
qualitative data from the first two focus group sessions,

starting with the first group of four participants.
Particular attention will be paid to those qualities of

the foster youth/social worker relationship that were not

represented among the items appearing in the "discussion
starter" survey,

the modified R-GSSSS. After reviewing

findings from these two sessions,

information will be

presented about the process in which the second group

rated a trial version of the instrument that will be the
product of this research, where participants were asked

to rate each item on a 1-10 scale for its relevance to
the foster youth/social worker relationship. The chapter

will conclude by articulating the rationale for including
the items that appear in the final version of the survey.

Presentation of the Findings

The comments of the first focus group reflected most
themes found in the items of the modified R-GSSSS.

Feeling understood and having things explained by the
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social worker were regarded as important. Overall
communication was considered to be central to the

relationship and the group as a whole valued a social
worker's willingness to listen:

"to understand and relate

to the individual... like how they feel," according to one
participant

(Participant 1, personal communication,

September 2011). At the same time, though this group
consisted of only four participants, and collectively was

less engaged in their session than the second group was,

the data from the session generated new themes not found
in the modified R-GSSSS. Among these were data suggesting

the importance of social workers spending more time with

clients and giving foster youth specific ways to contact

them (e.g., by providing a phone number), rather than
restricting contact to regular visits at foster

placements. One participant said,

"...if I had a problem,

I just wouldn't be able to reach her and stuff like that"

(Participant 2, personal communication, September 2011).
With obvious emotion, one participant expressed

appreciation when social workers explicitly stated that
important life choices were the province of the youth,

not the social worker. Central to this concern was that
social workers should have faith in foster youth and hold

38

them accountable for their decisions. One participant

recalled positively that her social worker "believed in

me and had faith in me... so that I would make the right

decisions"

(Participant 1, personal communication,

September 2011). This faith and accountability "piece"

should arise in the context of the social worker
providing guidance and mentoring skills, functioning as a
"life coach," according to one participant who said this

is a desirable and important role for a social worker to
play in a foster youth's life (Participant 2, personal

communication, September 2011).
The lengthiest and most passionate statement of the

session came from one participant in response to a
question posed about the most important quality a social
worker should have.

"I think it's trust," she said. She

referred to a social worker she had who "...just talked

and talked; he wasn't really listening to what we

[sic]

were saying." She pointed out that "with us in this

situation [foster care], we have trust problems." She

stressed that communication is the foundation of trust in

the relationship (Participant 1, personal communication,
September 2011) .
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The second group of former foster youth,

the nine

women from the RCC session, were more outspoken and
engaged. At ninety minutes, their session lasted about
twice as long as the first one conducted by the

researcher, not surprising given that they are all

members of an advocacy group. Still, their concerns
largely echoed those of the smaller group, while adding
more detail and nuance to their statements. On the

subject of trust, a participant in this group said that
trust could develop if social workers could spend more

time with youth. Referring to the typical schedule of
social worker visits,

she added,

"You're not going to be

able to build it with 'Oh, here's our monthly visit. How
are you?' and this and that. You have to be able to bond

with that person and open up for them..."

(Participant 1,

personal communication, November 2011).

The issue of communication by social workers was
mentioned frequently during the session with examples of

the bad and the good. One participant said,

"Cause I had

no idea I could talk to my social worker about anything."

She added,

"I didn't really know what role that person

[the social worker] had in my life"

(Participant 2,

personal communication, November 2011). Speaking to the
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issue of contacting the social worker, one participant

declared,
all"

.
2011)

"I didn't know I could reach them on my own at

(Participant 3, personal communication, November

This extended to what several regarded as the

perfunctory nature of the social worker's monthly visit

with one person saying that her social worker wouldn't
bother to come into the house at all. She added that her

social worker would say,

"Oh, bring me a pen so you can

sign this. Are you OK? How are you doing in school? Good.
OK. I'll see you next month"

(Participant 1, personal

communication, November 2011). The feeling among the
group members was that communication was often

superficial and rushed.
At the same time, there were reported instances of

social workers making valuable connections with foster
youth. One person noted that her social worker was "very

real and encouraging"

(Participant 4, personal

communication, November 2011) while another said that a
social worker she had was a "super positive influence"

who told her,

"You can talk to me about anything.

doesn't have to be about this

anything"

[your case], your home or

(Participant 2, personal communication,

November 2011). Through examples both positive and
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It

negative, the comments of this group demonstrated that
communication is a critical area of the foster

youth/social worker relationship.

Of related concern to these former foster youth was
the issue of social workers sharing important information

with clients. One person stated that she was not told she
could visit with siblings placed elsewhere and was
unaware of court hearings. Another was ignorant of any
information about financial assistance with college and

one person related that she had to work part time to earn
money for her prom for which there was financial

assistance her social worker never told her about. One
person summed it up nicely when she said,

should explain all of your options"

"I think they

(Participant 2,

personal communication, November 2011).
Several persons talked about social workers paying

more attention to the foster parent(s)

than to the youth

or siding with foster parents when there was a conflict
or disagreement with the youth. One person said that even

though she was a teenager,

she felt like a "dumb kid"

because the social worker talked to the foster mother
about how she was doing and didn't ask her directly; it
was simply part of the visit routine (Participant 2,
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personal communication, November 2011). She concluded by

saying she never felt significant or important to her

social worker. One person described bringing up an issue
with her social worker that was discussed with the foster

parent and then dismissed as unimportant:

"I would feel

like they were making it seem like it wasn't big enough
for me to bring it up"

(Participant 3, personal

communication, November 2011). One person perceived the
social worker as defending the foster parent if there was

a dispute with the youth while another said that social

workers would automatically believe the foster parents
when they said the youth was exaggerating a problem or
lying outright.
As with the first group, several among these young
women expressed the need to feel accountable and to be
regarded as capable. One person remembered being

substantially behind in her credits at school without

being encouraged to fix the situation or even being

punished. Another commented that she went from getting
A's and B's as a teenager before entering foster care to
straight F's because no one was telling her to do her

homework. One young woman stated emphatically,
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People doubted the capability, because of our
situation, that we could achieve something; that

kind of motivated me to be like in your face.

'I'm

going to do this with my life, just because you

doubt me.' That was my motivation.

So I wanted to

prove them wrong, that kind of thing. I wanted to
surprise them. They didn't expect much from a foster

youth.

(Participant 1, personal communication,

November 2011)
By contrast,

another in the group said that she was a

straight A student and got a lot of attention from her

social worker until another girl moved into the foster
home. When her grades plummeted, rather than ignore her,
the social worker told her she didn't need to get

attention by failing school; she encouraged her and
"...that really helped me out"

(Participant 3, personal

communication, November 2011). One young woman recalled
poignantly,

And then when I went into foster care,

there was

somebody actually supporting me and it felt nice,
different. And my mom, whenever I did something

wrong,

she would hit me. But my foster mom,

grounded. And when she told me,
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I got

'I'm disappointed in

you,'

I said,

'Just hit me.'

It's faster; get it

over with. It made me more accountable and I liked
that.

(Participant 4, personal communication,

November 2011)

Whether the experiences were negative or positive, this
group of former foster youth highlighted in their

comments the need to feel like their efforts mattered and

that their social workers—and foster parents—needed to
express faith in them.

As with the first group, these young women felt that
making them accountable should be coupled with guidance
from the social worker, even if it meant saying things a

foster youth might not want to hear. One person said that
out of fear of offending youth, some social workers place

friendship above the need to be honest in doing their job
to help youth. Along these same lines, according to one
person,

foster youth would feel more accountable if

social workers would spend more time with the

"nitty-gritty issues," placing their paperwork to the
side long enough to provide necessary guidance about
personal concerns (Participant 1, personal communication,

November 2 011) .
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Overall, the comments from both groups focused on
the interplay of communication in the foster youth/social
worker relationship with the personal qualities of the
social worker. With the second group in particular,

the

importance of being taken seriously by social workers was
apparent in many of their expressions. Also, participants

from both groups discussed the question of social
workers' availability in terms of access and spending

time.
a trial

From a review of data from both sessions,

survey consisting of nineteen items was constructed that
incorporated these concerns. Reflecting the element of
communication in the relationship, the survey includes

statements such as,

"My social worker keeps me informed

about my case," and "My social worker communicates

honestly with me." Examples of items concerning the
personal qualities of social workers include,

"My social

worker is open-minded," and "My social worker is
compassionate." Among the items regarding the matter of

being taken seriously, the survey contains these

statements:

"My social worker holds me accountable for my

decisions," and "My social worker includes me in
important decisions in my life." The statement,
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"My

social worker gives me the opportunity to talk," reflects

the need expressed by participants for social workers to

be available and unhurried.
As noted above, it was not possible to assemble the
first group to review the survey and only six of the nine

participants from the second group were available for

this purpose. To reiterate the survey review process:
participants were given the trial survey and asked to

rate each of the nineteen items on a scale of 1-10
according to how important or relevant that item is to

the foster youth/social worker relationship; the scores
were then totaled for each item. Out of a possible total

of 60 for each item, all except two received a combined
score of 50; the two that did not received scores of 49.

In each of these cases, the overall score was affected by

a rating of '3'

that came from one participant who

assigned the rating of '3' to a series of seven items in
a row (among the other five participants,

there were only

three ratings of '4', the lowest among all nineteen items

rated). In other words, the relatively low ratings for

these seven consecutive items could be considered

outliers. Based on these results,
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the trial survey was

retained as originally drafted and represents the final
product of this research (Appendix F).

Summary

This chapter explored the aspects of the foster
youth/social worker relationship regarded as essential by

participants in the two focus groups conducted by the
researcher. The comments of the participants were

reviewed and interpreted and used to create a trial

survey that was self-administered by six of the nine
members of the second group to determine its validity.
Based on the results of the trial survey, the nineteen

items were retained and form the final survey.
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CHAPTER FIVE
DISCUSSION

Intr oduc t i on

This chapter will begin with a comparison of the
focus group results with findings from the literature
review. Next, there will be a comparison of the two focus

groups in terms of the level of participation by each
group. Following this, there will be a brief discussion
about the content of the survey; a review of the

limitations of the study; recommendations for social work
practice, policy, and research; and then the conclusion

of the study.

Discussion
Much of what the focus group participants shared

echoed findings in the literature. Among the conclusions
reached by Keys were the importance of communication
skills and the social worker clarifying her role (2009).
In different ways, both focus groups returned to the

theme of communication, whether it was related to honest

and caring communication from the social worker or the

mechanics of getting in touch. A number of participants
reported confusion about the social worker's role. At
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least some viewed the social worker as simply a

representative of the child welfare agency; others saw

her as a defender of the foster parent when disagreements
with the foster youth would arise. In both instances,

the

foster youth indicated they were ignorant of the social

worker's role as a source of support.
In line with the literature, both focus groups were

far more concerned with the personal aspects of the
foster youth/social worker relationship rather than the
actual services delivered. This point is made in a study

whose results emphasize feelings toward the social worker
over services

(Chapman et al., 2003) . Subjects in a study

by Bland et al. articulated the importance of "respect,

genuineness, and loyalty to clients" and were sensitive
to "fake concern," comments consistent with the views of

focus group participants in the current study (2006,
p. 42) .

Focus group participants recalled several themes in

the literature: the issue of children feeling that their

ideas and wishes mattered (Schofield & Beek,

2005) ; the

idea that foster youth have agency (D'Cruz & Stagnatti,
;
2008)

and the desire for opportunities to give feedback

to the social worker (Chalmers,
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1996). More broadly, the

statements of the focus groups reflected a study by De

Boer and Coady who found that good helping relationships

are based on "ways of being" and the "soft, mindful and
judicious use of power"

(2007, p. 40). Consistent with De

Boer and Coady's findings,

these former foster youth

desired respect and empathy from their social workers.
Finally,

Chalmers

(1996) recommended inviting foster

youth into the process of training social workers to
share their experiences of being in care. Several focus

suggesting

group participants articulated this same idea,

that aspiring social workers should be required to spend

time with foster youth in an informal setting, perhaps as
mentors, before assuming their official duties.
One of the most striking aspects of this research
was the contrast in the degree of participation between
the first and second focus groups. To reiterate, the
first group was by and large far quieter and less

involved in the process, while the second was from the

beginning of their session animated, engaged and much
more opinionated. There are at least three reasons for
this. Made up of just four people, the first group had

the lowest number of participants recommended for a focus
group (Institute for Child and Family Policy,
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2002); even

at that, four people is fewer than the ideal number of
6-10 for a productive discussion (Krueger & Casey, 2000) .

In comparison,

the RCC session was made up of nine

people.

Secondly, the members of the first group were
primarily connected only by their former foster youth
status

(though two are brother and sister). From the

researcher's observations, there was no demonstrable
rapport among them. As the session unfolded,

there was a

sense that there were four separate participants rather

than a group united by a common status or set of
feelings. The second focus group, by contrast, meets

monthly; these women appeared to know each other well and

there was a palpable sense of camaraderie and trust as
they spoke. This was probably a function of the bond they
have developed by engaging in regular discussions and

activities to improve the lives of foster youth,
including legislative advocacy at the state level. They
exhibited more spirit and their comments seemed

unfettered by any concern for possibly offending the
researcher who announced at the beginning of the session

his professional status as a social worker. This
conclusion about the uncensored nature of their
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communication is bolstered by several comments near the

end of the session, almost an apologetic retreat from

earlier statements. One woman said,

"You know, we've said

a lot of negative stuff about foster care and social

work..."

(Participant 2, personal communication, November

2011) while another said she was grateful for the system.
Unintentionally,

these and similar expressions suggested

the participants sensed how much they had revealed during
the session.
With respect to the tangible product of the

research--the survey for teen-age foster youth--items

were selected to reflect the overall concerns articulated
by members of the two focus groups, which themselves are
consonant with the literature on the relationship between

social workers and their clients. The final survey
statements fall in the areas of communication, respect,

and empathy, a "humanistic attitude and style" in the

delivery of services
Items such as,

(De Boer & Coady,

2007, p. 35) .

"My social worker has faith in me" and "My

social worker encourages me" evolved from these concerns .
More practically,

items like "My social worker explains

options I have in my life" and "My social worker offers

me guidance in my life" speak to the particular life
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stage of the survey's target group, those in their mid to

late teens. These youth are grappling with important

decisions about education, housing and future income
after dependency ends, decisions that are likely to be
more evidence-based and wiser through collaboration

between the foster youth and the social worker.

Limitations

While there is little doubt about the authenticity

of the focus group members' comments and their
relationship to the foster youth/social worker
relationship,

the research is limited by several factors.

First, the literature on focus groups suggests that data

"saturation" occurs after conducting sessions with three
or four focus groups,- in this study there were only two,

one of which was made up of just four people. Secondly, a

follow-up session with the first focus group was not
possible, thereby eliminating the chance to obtain
feedback about the trial survey from them. Also, the

feedback session with the second focus group included
only six of the nine original participants; it is

impossible to know whether comments from the remaining
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three would have affected the choice of items for the

final version of the survey.
Other elements that may have affected the research

include the lack of diversity in the focus group
participants. Specifically, there was only one male
participant in both focus groups. The presence of nearly

all women in the groups may have skewed responses in ways

that they would not have been had there been more young

men among the group. Perhaps a less consequential
limitation was the technical problem with the audiotape
during the second group session, one that resulted in the
loss of about fifteen minutes of data. Although it did

not appear to constrain the comments of the participants
to any perceptible degree, another potential influence,

during the RCC session, was the presence of an agency
facilitator.

Recommendations for Social Work
Practice, Policy and Research

The impetus for this research and the survey itself

grew out of the researcher's experience as a child

welfare social worker whose clients include teenagers. It
became apparent that there was no mechanism in place to

discover what these teenagers think about workers who are
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their link to the child welfare agency and who are

potentially significant influences in their lives. Though
these clients are not customers in a strict sense

(e.g.,

they cannot take their business elsewhere), nevertheless,

it should be an essential element of the agency's

relationship with the foster youth to find out what the

youth thinks about the agency's representative,

the

social worker; any entity with customers is wise to do
this. To ensure best social worker practice and effective

interventions, it should be the established policy of any
child welfare agency to find out from the client's
perspective what in that pivotal foster youth/social

worker relationship is working and what is not.
Surveys such as the one generated by this research
I
can be distributed to gather information from foster

youth that can assist child welfare agencies to shape the
approach social workers take toward their clients. This

should be an endeavor that begins with the training
process and continues throughout a social worker's tenure

at an agency. In a field where social workers can assume
the role of parent, with the implied power differential,
the mere act of soliciting the views of foster youth who

are readying themselves for independence can help to
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empower them; in the process, resistance to ideas or
interventions by the social worker can be reduced.

This research uncovered strongly-held beliefs by
several former foster youth that unless they themselves

had been in foster care, most social workers were
inherently incapable of relating to foster youth in any

meaningful fashion. One participant in the RCC session

referred to the "foster brain", the product of traumas
associated with abuse, being removed from the care of

one's parents and then being raised by other parents
(Participant 5, personal communication, November 2011).

This has serious implications for a foster child's

development, among them the effect on trust, what youth
regards as normal behavior, and what causes emotional
upset. According to one participant,

there is a foster

youth culture that includes jokes that "non-foster youth"
do not understand.

Because of this, and consistent with the literature,

child welfare agencies need to invite current and former
foster youth into the formal training process to share
their views and experiences. Those who hope to be

successful in working with foster youth should have a

meaningful opportunity to hear from them and ask some of
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the sensitive and thorny questions that may not otherwise
get into the training curriculum. This should not be a

pro-forma effort, but an authentic attempt to understand
and appreciate the emotional lives of those who have
lived through the experience of foster care.

Conclusions
In the course of carrying out the mandates of
dependency courts or the policies and directives of child

welfare agencies, the voices of the clients for whom the

courts and agencies ostensibly act can be overlooked or
forgotten entirely. In this study, the focus group
participants articulated their own disappointments with

what they perceived as the failings of social workers and
offered ways to improve the foster youth/social worker

relationship.

At the same time, these former foster youth affirmed
social worker practices that they felt strengthened them

and affirmed them as human beings. This research was
designed to incorporate into child welfare practice the

concerns of these youth, to fill a gap created by not
accounting for their views, both negative and positive.

This idea was succinctly articulated by a member of the
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second focus group who closed that session with the
following:
I agree, I mean if it weren't for the foster care
system,

I wouldn't be where I'm at. Because my

mother probably would have killed me. So I'm
grateful. And even though it wasn't ideal, at least
somebody noticed that something was happening to me.

I'm grateful for the system; I just know that it's

broken and I hope that in the years to come, they
can do more so that the system can change on a more
positive note. And I think just asking these

questions is going to make a difference and I hope

that moves forward.

(Participant 4, personal

communication, November 2011)
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APPENDIX A

REID-GUNDLACH SOCIAL SERVICE

SATISFACTION SURVEY
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R-GSSSS
Using the scale from one to five described below, please indicate on the line at the left
of each item the number that comes closest to how you feel.
1 = Strongly Agree
2 = Agree
3 = Undecided
4 = Disagree
5 = Strongly Disagree
___

1. The social worker took my problems very seriously.

___

2. If I had been the social worker I would have dealt with my problems in just
the same way.

___

3. The worker I had could never understand anyone like me.

___

4. Overall the agency has been very helpfill to me.

___

5. If a fidend of mine had similar problems I would tell them to go to the agency.

___

6. The social worker asks a lot of embarrassing questions.

___

7.1 can always count on the worker to help if I’m in trouble.

___

8. The social agency will help me as much as they can.

___

9.1 don’t think the agency has the power to really help me.

___ 10. The social worker tries hard but usually isn’t too helpful.
___ 11. The problem the agency tried to help me with is one of the most important in
my life.
___ 12. Things have gotten better since I’ve been going to the agency.
___ 13. Since I’ve been using the agency my life is more messed up than ever.
___ 14. The agency is always available when I need it.
___ 15.1 got from the agency exactly what I wanted.
___ 16. The social worker loves to talk but won’t really do anything for me.
___ 17. Sometimes I just tell the social worker what I think she wants to hear.

61

18. The social worker is usually in a hurry when I see her.
19. No one should have any trouble getting some help from this agency.

20. The worker sometimes says things I don’t understand.
21. The social workers are always explaining things carefully.
22.1 never looked forward to my visits to the social agency.
23.1 hope I’ll never have to go back to the agency for help.
24. Every time I talk to my worker I feel relieved.

25.1 can tell the social worker the truth without worrying.

26.1 usually feel nervous when I talk to my worker.

27. The social worker is always looking for lies in what I tell her.
28. It takes a lot of courage to go to the agency.
29. When I enter the agency I feel very small and insignificant.
30. The agency is very demanding.
31. The social worker will sometimes lie to me.

32. Generally the social worker is an honest person.
33.1 have the feeling that the worker talks to other people about me.

34.1 always feel well treated when I leave the social agency.

Reid, P. N.» & Gundlach, J. P. (1983). Reid-Gundlach social service satisfaction scale
(R-GSSSS). In K. Corcoran, & J. Fischer (Eds), Measures for clinical practice—A
sourcebook, Vol 2. Adults (3rd ed.). New York, NY: Free Press
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APPENDIX B
MODIFIED REID-GUNDLACH SOCIAL SERVICE

SATISFACTION SURVEY
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MODIFIED R-GSSSS
Gender (please circle one) M

F

Age________

Years in Foster Care________

Please indicate your level of agreement with each of the statements below about social workers by
making an X in the appropriate box. Since you may have had more than one social worker, think about
your experiences in general.
Strongly
Agree

Agree

Undecided Disagree

Strongly
Disagree

The social workers took my problems very seriously.
The workers I had could never understand anyone like
me.

I could always count on the social workers to help if I
was in trouble.
The social workers tried hard.
The social workers were available when I needed to see
them.
The social workers were usually in a hurry when I saw
them.
The social workers did not explain things carefully.

When I talked to my social workers, I felt small.
The social workers would sometimes lie to me.

I felt well-treated after I spoke with my social workers.
My social workers did not listen to me.
My social workers were ‘real’ when communicating
with me.
My social workers did not include me in important
decisions about my life.

I did not know what role my social workers had in my
life.
My social workers communicated with me as often as I
needed them to.

My social workers were sensitive to my feelings and
thoughts.
My social workers did not use their power and authority
fairly.

My social workers asked me what I thought.

Reid, P. N., & Gundlach, J. P. (1983). Reid-Gundlach social service satisfaction scale
(R-GSSSS). In K. Corcoran, & J. Fischer (Eds), Measures for clinical practice—A
sourcebook, Vol 2. Adults (3rd ed.). New York, NY: Free Press
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APPENDIX C
INFORMED CONSENT
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INFORMED CONSENT
This research is being conducted by Adam Berenson, MSW student at California State
University San Bernardino (CSUSB). The purpose of the research is to develop a
customer satisfaction survey for foster children ages 16-to-l 8 to rate the effectiveness
of their social workers. It is hoped that this survey will become a part of the evaluation
process for social workers by 1) giving supervisors another tool to understand how
social workers are performing their jobs and 2) providing social workers anonymous
feedback from their clients. The goal is to improve social work practice. The study has
been approved by the School of Social Work Subcommittee of the CSUSB
Institutional Review Board (IRB).

You are being asked to participate in the first two stages of the research. This will
involve meeting with other former foster youth in groups of six to ten to find out what
you think and feel about your own experiences in foster care. There are two parts to
this process. The first part will be a focus group, an informal gathering and discussion
about the subject. There will probably be one session lasting no more than two hours,
though a second session is possible. In the second part, you will be asked to give your
opinion about the survey that was developed from your input. Again, one session of no
more than two hours is planned, with a possible second session. Snacks and
refreshments will be provided at all sessions. A gift card of $10 will be given to each
participant. Your participation will be a very valuable source of information and the
basis for the final survey.
If you choose to participate in the research, your identity will remain anonymous
except to others in your focus group and anyone you choose to tell. You are
completely free to withdraw from participation at any time without any kind of
penalty. If you have questions about the study, you are encouraged to contact the
research project supervisor, Dr. Pabustan-Claar, at California State University, San
Bernardino by calling (909) 537-5507. Dr. Pabustan-Claar can also be contacted by
mail at 5500 University Parkway, San Bernardino, CA 92407. The results of this study
will be available at the Pfau Library, California State University, San Bernardino after
September 2012.

I have been informed of the nature and purpose of the research and I freely consent to
participate. I understand the focus group sessions will be recorded on audiotape. I
acknowledge that I am at least 18 years of age.

Participant’s Mark

Date

Researcher’s Signature

Date
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APPENDIX D
OPEN-ENDED QUESTIONS
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Open-Ended Questions
1.

What is the one thing a social worker said that helped you the most?

2.

What is the one thing a social worker did that helped you the most?

3.

What is the most important personal quality a social worker should have?

4.

Describe your ideal social worker.

5.

Is there anything you think is important that we have not talked about?

Developed by Adam Berenson
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APPENDIX E
REVISED SURVEY
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Revised Survey
Gender (please circle one) M

F

Age________

Years in Foster Care________

On a scale of 1 to 10,1 being not important at all and 10 being extremely important, rate the
importance to the foster child/social worker relationship of each of the following:

1
My social worker has faith in me.
I know how to contact my social worker on my
own
I am comfortable contacting my social worker on
my own.
I am comfortable talking to my social worker
about subjects other than my case.

My social worker keeps me informed about my
case.
My social worker holds me accountable for my
decisions.
I trust my social worker.

My social worker cares about what I think and
feel.
My social worker communicates honestly with
me.
My social worker offers me guidance in my life.
My social worker tries to understand me.
My social worker explains things carefully to
me.
My social worker is compassionate.
My social worker explains options I have in my
life.
My social worker includes me in important
decisions in my life.
I can count on my social worker.

My social worker encourages me.
My social worker gives me the opportunity to
talk.
My social worker is open-minded.

Developed by Adam Berenson
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2

3

4

5

6

7

8

9

10

APPENDIX F

FOSTER CHILDREN CUSTOMER SERVICE SURVEY
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Foster Children Customer Service Survey
Gender (please circle one) M

F

Age________

Years in Foster Care________

Please indicate your level of agreement with each of the statements below about your social worker by
making an X in the appropriate box.
Strongly
Agree

My social worker has faith in me
I know how to contact my social worker on my own.
I am comfortable contacting my social worker on my
own
I am comfortable talking to my social worker about
subjects other than my case.

My social worker keeps me informed about my case.
My social worker holds me accountable for my
decisions.

I trust my social worker.
My social worker cares about what I think and feel.

My social worker communicates honestly with me.
My social worker offers me guidance in my life.
My social worker tries to understand me.

My social worker explains things carefully to me..
My social worker is compassionate.
My social worker explains options I have in my life.
My social worker includes me in important decisions in
my life.

I can count on my social worker.

My social worker encourages me.
My social worker gives me the opportunity to talk.
My social worker is open-minded.

Developed by Adam Berenson
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■

Agree

Undecided Disagree

Strongly
Disagree
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